

  

    

      

    

  




  Blood Safari




   




   




  Deon Meyer




   




   




  [image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]




   




   




  www.hodder.co.uk




  First published in Great Britain in 2009 by Hodder & Stoughton




  An Hachette UK company




   




  First published in paperback in 2009




   




  Copyright © Deon Meyer 2007




  English language translation copyright © K. L. Seegers 2007




   




  The right of Deon Meyer to be identified as the Author




  of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance




  with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




   




  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,




  stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means




  without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated




  in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and




  without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




   




  All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to




  real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.




   




  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.




   




  Epuib ISBN 978 1 848 94330 8




  Book ISBN 978 0 340 95358 7




   




  Hodder & Stoughton Ltd




  338 Euston Road




  London NW1 3BH




   




  www.hodder.co.uk




   




  part one




   




   




  1




  I swung the sledgehammer in a lazy rhythm. It was Tuesday, 25 December, just past noon. The wall was thick and stubbornly hard. After each dull thump, shards of brick and cement broke off and shot across the plank floor like shrapnel. I felt sweat tracking through the dust on my face and torso. It was an oven in there, despite the open windows.




    Between hammer blows I heard the phone ring. I was reluctant to break the rhythm. In this heat it would be hard to get the machine going again. Slowly, I put the long handle down and went through to the sitting room, feeling the shards under my bare feet. The phone’s little screen displayed jeanette. I wiped a grimy hand on my shorts and picked it up.




    ‘Jis.’




    ‘Merry Christmas.’ Jeanette Louw’s gravelly voice was loaded with inexplicable irony. As ever.




    ‘Thanks. Same to you.’




    ‘Must be good and hot out there . . .’




    ‘Thirty-eight outside.’




    In winter she would say, ‘Must be nice and cold out there,’ with undisguised regret about my choice of residence. ‘Loxton,’ she said now, as if it were a faux pas. ‘You’ll just have to sweat it out, then. What do you do for Christmas in those parts?’




    ‘Demolish the wall between the kitchen and the bathroom.’




    ‘You did say the kitchen and the bathroom?’




    ‘That’s how they built them in the old days.’




    ‘And that’s how you celebrate Christmas. Old rural tradition, huh?’ and she barked out a single, loud ‘Ha!’




    I knew she hadn’t phoned to wish me Happy Christmas. ‘You’ve got a job for me.’




    ‘Uh-huh.’




    ‘Tourist?’




    ‘No. Woman from the Cape, actually. She says she was attacked yesterday. She wants you for a week or so, paid the deposit already.’




    I thought about the money, which I needed. ‘Oh?’




    ‘She’s in Hermanus. I’ll SMS the address and cell phone number. I’ll tell her you’re on your way. Call me if you have any problems.’




   




  I met Emma le Roux for the first time in a beach house overlooking the Old Harbour of Hermanus. The house was impressive, three new Tuscan storeys of rich man’s playground with a hand-carved wooden front door and a door knocker in the shape of a lion’s head.




    At a quarter to seven on Christmas night a young man with long curly hair and steel-rimmed spectacles opened the door. He introduced himself as Henk and said they were expecting me. I could see he was curious, though he hid it well. He invited me in and asked me to wait in the sitting room while he called ‘Miss le Roux’. A formal man. There were noises from deep in the house – classical music, conversation. The smell of cooking.




    He disappeared. I didn’t sit down. After six hours’ drive through the Karoo in my Isuzu, I preferred to stand. There was a Christmas tree in the room, a big artificial one with plastic pine needles and mock snow. Multicoloured lights blinked. At the top of the tree was an angel with long, blonde hair, wings spread wide like a bird of prey. Behind her the curtains of the big windows were open. The bay was lovely in the late afternoon, the sea calm and still. I stared out at it.




    ‘Mr Lemmer?’




    I turned.




    She was tiny and slim. Her black hair was cut very short, almost like a man’s. Her eyes were large and dark, the tips of her ears slightly pointed. She looked like a nymph from a children’s story. She stood for a moment to take me in, the involuntary up-and-down look to measure me against her expectations. She hid her disappointment well. They usually expect someone bigger, more imposing – not this general average of height and appearance.




    She came up to me and put out her hand. ‘I’m Emma le Roux.’ Her hand was warm.




    ‘Hello.’




    ‘Please sit down.’ She gestured at the suite in the sitting room. ‘Can I get you something to drink?’ Her voice had an unexpected timbre, as if it belonged to a larger woman.




    ‘No thanks.’




    I sat down. The movement of her petite body was fluid, as though she were completely comfortable inside it. She sat down opposite me. Tucked up her legs, at home here. I wondered whether it was her place, where the money came from.




    ‘I, ah . . .’ She waved a hand. ‘This is a first for me, having a bodyguard . . .’




    I wasn’t sure how to respond. The lights of the Christmas tree flicked their colours over her with monotonous regularity.




    ‘Maybe you could explain how it works,’ Emma said without embarrassment. ‘In practice, I mean.’




    I wanted to say that if you order this service, you ought know how it works. There is no reference manual.




    ‘It’s simple really. To protect you I need to know what your movements are every day . . .’




    ‘Of course.’




    ‘And the nature of the threat.’




    She nodded. ‘Well . . . I’m not exactly sure what the threat is. Some odd things have happened . . . Carel convinced me . . . You’ll meet him in a moment; he’s used your service before. I . . . there was an attack, yesterday morning . . .’




    ‘On you?’




    ‘Yes. Well, sort of . . . They broke down the door of my house and came in.’




    ‘They?’




    ‘Three men.’




    ‘Were they armed?’




    ‘No. Yes. They, um . . . It happened so fast . . . I . . . I hardly saw them.’




    I suppressed the urge to raise my eyebrows.




    ‘I know it sounds . . . peculiar,’ she said.




    I said nothing.




    ‘It was . . . strange, Mr Lemmer. Sort of . . . surreal.’




    I nodded, encouraging her.




    She looked at me intently for a moment and then leaned over to switch on a table lamp beside her.




    ‘I have a house in Oranjezicht,’ she said.




    ‘So this is not your permanent home?’




    ‘No . . . this is Carel’s place. I’m just visiting. For Christmas.’




    ‘I see.’




    ‘Yesterday morning . . . I wanted to finish my work before packing for the weekend . . . My office . . . I work from home, you see. About half past nine I took a shower . . .’




    Her story did not flow at first. She seemed reluctant to relive it. Her sentences were incomplete, hands quiet, her voice a polite, indifferent monotone. She gave more detail than the situation warranted. Perhaps she felt it lent credibility.




    After her shower, she said she was dressing in her bedroom, one leg in her jeans, precariously balanced. She heard the garden gate open and through the lace curtain she saw three men move quickly and purposefully through the front garden. Before they disappeared from her field of vision on the way to the front door, she had registered that they were wearing balaclavas. They had blunt objects in their hands.




    She was a modern single woman. Aware. She had often considered the possibility of being the victim of a crime and what her emergency response could be if the worst happened. Therefore, she stepped into the other leg of her jeans and hastily pulled them up over her hips. She was half-dressed in only underwear and jeans, but the priority was to get to the panic button and be ready to sound the alarm. But not to press it yet, there was still the security gate and the burglar bars. She didn’t want the embarrassment of crying wolf.




    Her bare feet moved swiftly across the carpet to the panic button on her bedroom wall. She lifted her finger and waited. Her heart thumped in her throat, but still she was in control. She heard the squeal of metal stubbornly bending and breaking. The security door was no longer secure. She pressed the alarm. It wailed out from the ceiling above and with the sound came a wave of panic.




    Her narration seemed to draw her in and her hands began to communicate. Her voice developed a musical tone, the pitch rising.




    Emma le Roux ran down the passage to the kitchen. She was fleetingly aware that burglars and thieves did not use this method. It fuelled her terror. In her haste she collided with the wooden back door with a dull thud. Her hands shook as she pulled back both bolts and turned the key in the lock. The second she jerked open the door she heard splintering in the hall, glass shattering. The front door was breached. They were in her house.




    She took one step outside and stopped. Then turned back into the kitchen to grab a drying cloth from the sink. She wanted it to cover herself. Later she would scold herself for such an irrational act, but it was instinctive. Another fraction of a second she hesitated. Should she grab a weapon, a carving knife? She suppressed that impulse.




    She ran into the bright sunlight with the drying cloth pressed to her breast. The neatly paved backyard was very small.




    She looked at the high concrete wall that was meant to protect her, keep the world out. It was now keeping her in. For the first time she screamed ‘Help me!’ A distress call to neighbours she did not know – this was urban Cape Town, where you kept your distance, pulled up the drawbridge every night, kept yourself to yourself. She could hear them in the house behind her. One shouted something. Her eye caught the black rubbish bin against the concrete wall – a step to safety.




    ‘Help!’ she called between the undulating wails of the alarm.




    Emma didn’t remember how she made it over the wall. But she did, in one or two adrenalin-fuelled movements. The drying cloth stayed behind in the process, so that she landed in her neighbour’s yard without it. Her left knee scraped against something. She felt no pain; only later would she notice the little rip in the denim.




    ‘Help me.’ Her voice was shrill and desperate. She crossed her arms across her bosom to preserve her decency and ran to the neighbour’s back door. ‘Help me!’




    She heard the dustbin overturn and knew they were close behind. The door opened in front of her and a grizzled man in a red dressing gown with white dots came out. He had a rifle in his hand. Above his eyes the silver eyebrows grew long and dense, making wings across his forehead.




    ‘Help me,’ she said with relief in her voice.




    The neighbour rested his eyes on her for a second, a grown woman with a boyish figure. Then he raised his eyebrows and his gaze to the wall behind her. He brought the rifle up to his shoulder and pointed it at the wall. She had almost reached him now and looked back. A balaclava appeared for an instant above the concrete.




    The neighbour fired. The shot reverberated against the multiple walls around them and the bullet slammed into her house with a clapping sound. For three or four minutes after that she could not hear a thing. She stood close to her neighbour, trembling. He did not look at her. He worked the bolt of his rifle. A casing clinked to the cement, noiselessly to her deafened ears. The neighbour scanned the wall.




    ‘Bastards,’ he said as he aimed along the barrel. He swung the rifle horizontally to cover the whole front.




    She didn’t know how long they stood there. The attackers had gone. Her hearing returned with a rushing sound, then she heard the alarm again. Eventually he slowly lowered the rifle and asked her in a voice full of concern and eastern Europe, ‘Are you all right, my darlink?’




    She began to cry.
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  Her neighbour’s name was Jerzy Pajak. He led her into his house. He asked his wife, Alexa, to call the police, and then they clucked over her in Polish accents. He gave her a light blanket to cover her embarrassment, and sweet tea. Later they walked with her and two policemen to her house.




    The steel security gate hung askew and the wooden front door was beyond repair. The coloured policeman was the more senior of the two, with stripes on the shoulders of his smart uniform. She thought he was a sergeant, but because she was unsure, she addressed them both as ‘mister’. He asked her to check whether anything had been stolen. She said she would finish dressing at the same time. She still had the multicoloured blanket draped over her shoulders and the temperature in the city was rising. She walked up to her room and sat for a moment on the white duvet on her double bed. It was over an hour since she had made it. She didn’t believe they were burglars. She had had enough time to come to a conclusion and develop suspicions.




    She dressed in a green T-shirt and trainers. After that she walked through the house to satisfy the sergeant and went to report nothing missing. While they settled themselves in a circle in the sitting room, Pajaks on the couch, she and the policemen on chairs, he questioned her carefully and sympathetically in good, regulation Afrikaans.




    Had she been aware of anyone watching her or her house lately?




    ‘No.’




    ‘Have you noticed a car or any other vehicle unusual in the area?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘Any people loitering in the street or behaving in a suspicious manner?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘You were in your bedroom when they came in?’




    She nodded. ‘I was dressing when I heard the gate. It makes this noise. Then I saw them running to the front door. No, not running. Walking fast. When I saw the balaclavas, I . . .’




    ‘I assume you couldn’t see their faces.’




    ‘No.’




    The Pajaks couldn’t understand the Afrikaans, but their heads followed the interrogation from one side to the other, like spectators at a tennis match.




    ‘Skin colour.’




    ‘No . . .’




    ‘You seem unsure.’




    She thought they were black, but she didn’t wish to offend the other policeman. ‘I can’t say for sure. It happened so fast.’




    ‘I understand, Miss Le Roux. You were scared. But anything could help.’




    ‘Maybe . . . one was black.’




    ‘And the other two?’




    ‘I don’t know . . .’




    ‘Have you had any work done on or around your house lately?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘Are there any items in your house of exceptional value?’




    ‘Just the usual. A few pieces of jewellery. A laptop. The TV . . .’




    ‘A laptop?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘And they didn’t take it?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘You must excuse me, Miss Le Roux, but that is unusual. Listening to what happened here, this is not the typical modus operandi of a burglar. Breaking down the doors and pursuing you into the backyard . . .’




    ‘Yes?’




    ‘It sounds as though they meant to attack you personally.’




    She nodded.




    ‘One has to look for motive, you understand.’




    ‘I understand.’




    ‘And that is usually of a personal nature. In most cases.’




    ‘Oh?’




    ‘Forgive me, but was there a relationship that went bad?’




    ‘No,’ she said with a smile to mask her relief. ‘No . . . not that bad, I hope.’




    ‘One never knows, miss. So there was a man in the recent past?’




    ‘I can assure you, mister, it’s more than a year since I was in a serious relationship and he was a Brit who went back to England.’




    ‘The break-up was friendly?’




    ‘Absolutely.’




    ‘Since then has there been anyone who might be unhappy over a break-up?’




    ‘No. Definitely not.’




    ‘What is your line of work, Miss Le Roux?’




    ‘I’m a brand consultant.’




    She saw his confusion and elaborated. ‘A brand consultant. I help companies to position their brand of products in the market. Or reinvent them.’




    ‘Which company do you work for?’




    ‘I work for myself. My clients are companies.’




    ‘So you have no employees?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘And you work with big companies?’




    ‘Mostly. Sometimes there are smaller ones . . .’




    ‘Has anything happened at work that might have upset people?’




    ‘No. It’s not . . . I work with products, or the perception of the company brand. It wouldn’t upset anyone.’




    ‘An incident? With your car? With someone doing a job for you? Gardener, domestic?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘Is there anything you can think of? Anything that could have led to this?’




    This was the question that she was not ready to answer yet.




   




  ‘So I said “no”, but I don’t believe it was the truth,’ Emma told me. The floor lamp beside her cast a soft, sympathetic glow over her euphemism.




    I did not respond.




    ‘I . . . I didn’t want . . . I wasn’t sure whether they were connected. No, I . . . I didn’t want them to be connected. Anyway, it was something that happened a thousand kilometres from the Cape and it might have been Jacobus, or it might not, and I didn’t want to bother the police with something that could have been my imagination.’ She suddenly stopped talking and looked at me and smiled slowly, as if she were weary of herself. ‘I’m not making any sense, am I?’




    ‘Take your time.’




    ‘It’s just . . . it doesn’t make sense. You see, my brother. . .’ She stopped again, drew a breath. She looked at her hands, then, slowly, up at me. Emotion shone in her eyes, her hands made a small hopeless gesture. ‘Mr Lemmer, he died . . .’




    It was the sum of her body language, her choice of words and sudden change of gear which triggered the alarm in my head. As if she had practised this phrase, this offer. There was the tiny flicker of manipulation, as if she wished to distract my attention from the facts on the table. It only made me wonder: why should that be necessary?




    Emma le Roux would not be the first client to blatantly lie about a threat with that little frown of absolute sincerity. Not the first to embroider misty eyed, or exaggerate in order to justify the presence of The Bodyguard. People lie. For a million reasons. Merely because they can, sometimes. This was one of the confirming phenomena of Lemmer’s First Law: Don’t get involved. It was also one of the primary sources of Lemmer’s Second Law: Trust nobody.
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  She recovered quickly; I had to concede that. When she received no response, she shrugged off the emotion with a shake of her head and said, ‘My brother’s name was Jacobus Danïl le Roux . . .’




    She said he disappeared in 1986. Her sentences were less fluent now, her narrative cursory, as if the details were a fountain from which she dared not drink. She had been fourteen at the time; Jacobus had been twenty. He was some kind of temporary game ranger, one of a few soldiers on compulsory military service who volunteered to help the Parks Board in the battle against elephant poaching in the Kruger Park. And then he just disappeared. Later they found signs of a skirmish with ivory poachers, cartridge casings and blood and the remains of the campsite the poachers had left behind in their haste. They searched and tracked for two weeks, until the only meaningful conclusion was reached: Jacobus and his black assistant had been killed in the confrontation, and the poachers had taken their bodies with them out of fear for the reaction they would cause.




    ‘It’s been more than twenty years, Mr Lemmer . . . It’s a long time, you see. That’s what makes all this so difficult . . . Anyway, last week, on the twenty-second, something happened that I haven’t mentioned to the police . . .’




    That Saturday evening, just past seven, she had been in the second bedroom of her house. She had fitted it out as an office with a built-in desk, filing cabinets and bookshelves. There was a television set and a stationary exercise bicycle and a felt noticeboard with a few happy social photos plus sober newspaper clippings from the business pages affirming her success as a brand consultant. Emma was busy on her laptop, examining spreadsheets of statistics that required concentration. She was vaguely aware of the TV news headlines, which brought on only a feeling of déjà vu. President Mbeki and the members of his alliance were at loggerheads, a suicide bomb in Baghdad, African leaders complaining about G8 conditions for debt relief.




    Later she could not recall what it was that made her look up. Perhaps she had just finished a graph and needed to shift her focus for a moment, perhaps it was pure coincidence. Once her attention was fixed on the TV screen, it was only seconds before a photograph appeared. She heard the newsreader say, ‘. . . involved in a shooting incident at Khokovela near the Kruger National Park in which a traditional healer and three local men died. The remains of fourteen protected and endangered vultures were found at the scene.’




    The photograph appeared in black and white. A white man in his early forties stared deadpan at the camera, as people do when ID photographs are taken.




    He looks like Jacobus would have. It was her abrupt, instinctive thought, purely an observation, and a touch of . . . nostalgia, almost.




    ‘The Limpopo police are searching for a Mr Jacobus de Villiers, also known as Cobus, an employee of an animal hospital at Klaserie, to help them with their enquiries. Anyone with information can contact the police station at Hoedspruit . . .’




    She shook her head. She grimaced. Coincidence.




    The newsreader moved on to commodity prices and she returned her attention to the computer screen and the large amount of work awaiting her. She drew the pointer over a block of data. She selected the graph icon.




    What would Jacobus have looked like at . . . forty, would he have been forty this year? Her memories of his features were based mostly on the photographs in her parents’ home; her own recollection was less reliable. But she did remember her brother’s incredible intensity, his spirit, and his overwhelming personality.




    She turned the graph into multicoloured towers of data meant to bring insight about sales trends in relation to the competition.




    Coincidence. Strange that the TV photo man should also be called Jacobus.




    She selected more blocks of data.




    Jacobus was not such a common name.




    She needed to make a pie graph of this, with wedges of market share to demonstrate that her client’s salad dressing was the slow horse, last across the line. The problem was hers to solve.




    The remains of fourteen protected and endangered vultures were found at the scene.




    That would have upset Jacobus.




    She made an error compiling the graph and clicked her tongue at herself. Coincidence, pure chance. If you absorbed a thousand pieces of information every day for twenty years, it would happen at least once, maybe twice, in a lifetime. The numbers would conspire to tease you with possibilities.




    She suppressed this vein of thought for nearly two hours, until she had processed all the data. She checked for new emails and turned off her computer. She fetched a clean towel from the linen cupboard and climbed on the exercise bicycle, cell phone in hand. She read SMS’s, listened to her messages. She pedalled systematically harder, watched the television absent minded, channel-surfing with the remote.




    She wondered how much like Jacobus the photo really was. She wondered about her ability to recognise him. Imagine if he hadn’t died and walked in here now? What would her father have said about that news item? What work would Jacobus be doing if he were alive? How would he have responded when faced with fourteen dead rare vultures?




    More than once she forced her thoughts away to other things, plans for tomorrow, preparations for a few days at Hermanus for Christmas, but Jacobus came back to haunt her again and again. Just minutes after ten o’clock, she dug into one of her cupboards and brought out two albums. Swiftly flipping through one, not dwelling on the pictures of her parents, or the happy family groups. She was looking for a particular photograph of Jacobus wearing his bush hat.




    She removed it, put it aside and studied it.




    Memories. It took considerable willpower to suppress them. Did he look like the man on TV?




    Suddenly she was sure. She took the photo to her study and dialled enquiries to get the number of the police station in Hoedspruit. She looked at the photo again. Doubt crept back. She called the Lowveld number. She just wanted to ask whether they were sure it was Jacobus de Villiers and not Jacobus le Roux. That was all. Just so she could get this idea out of her head and enjoy Christmas without the frustration of longing for her deceased family, all of them, Pa and Ma and Jacobus.




    Eventually, she spoke to an inspector. She apologised. She had no information, didn’t mean to waste his time. The man on TV looked like someone she knew, also called Jacobus. Jacobus le Roux. She stopped then, so he could react.




    ‘No,’ said the inspector with the exaggerated patience of someone who handles a lot of weird phone calls. ‘He is De Villiers.’




    ‘I know he is De Villiers now, but his name might have once been Le Roux.’




    The patience diminished. ‘How can that be? He’s been here all his life. Everybody knows him.’




    She apologised and thanked him and ended the call. At least now she knew.




    She went to sleep with the longing unstilled, as though her losses had been renewed after all these years.




   




  ‘And then, yesterday afternoon, I was standing outside with the man who was replacing my front door. The sergeant, the policeman, had found someone from Hanover Park, a carpenter. I heard the phone ring in the study. When I picked it up there was static on the line, I couldn’t hear very well, I thought he said “Miss Emma?” It sounded like a black man. When I said “yes”, he said something that sounded like “Jacobus”. I said I couldn’t hear him. Then he said “Jacobus says you must . . .” and I said I couldn’t hear, but he didn’t repeat it. I asked “Who is this?” but the line went dead . . .’




    For a moment she drifted off in her thoughts, her focus far away, then she came back, turned her head to look at me and said, ‘I’m not even sure that’s what he said. The call was so short.’ She was speaking more rapidly, as if she were in a rush to finish. ‘I drove over here last night. When Carel heard the story . . .’




    She left it at that. She wanted a response from me, an indication that I understood, an assurance that I would protect her from everything. This was her moment of buyer’s remorse, like someone who has bought a new car and reads the advertisement again. I am familiar with it, this moment when you commit yourself to the unwritten part of the contract that says ‘I accept unconditionally’.




    I nodded my head sagely and said, ‘I understand. I’m sorry . . .’ and made a semicircle with my hands to show that I included everything – her loss, her pain, her dilemma.




    There was a short silence between us, the agreement sealed. She expected action now, some sort of guidance.




    ‘The first thing I must do is inspect the house, inside and out.’




    ‘Ah, of course,’ she said, and we rose.




    ‘But we’re only staying here for one night, Mr Lemmer.’




    ‘Oh.’




    ‘I have to know what’s going on, Mr Lemmer. It . . . I find it all so disturbing. I can’t just sit here and wonder. Is it OK for us to travel? Can you travel with me? Because I’m going to the Lowveld tomorrow.’
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  It was dark outside, but the street lights were bright. I walked around the house. It was no fortress. There was burglar-proofing on the ground floor only, subtle enough not to offend the aesthetics. The weakest point was the sliding glass doors that opened on to the big veranda overlooking the sea. Tuscan pillars, corners and protuberances offered four or five alternatives to access the windows on the first and second storeys.




    Inside, I knew, was the usual alarm system with motion sensors and a connection to a local private security firm. Their blue-and-white sign was prominently displayed beside the garage. It was holiday home security, designed as an optimistic deterrent and to keep insurance premiums down.




    The house was about three years old. I wondered what had been here before, what did they knock down to build this excess and splendour, and what that had cost.




    Lemmer’s Law of Rich Afrikaners: If a Rich Afrikaner can show off, he will.




    The first thing a Rich Afrikaner buys is bigger boobs for his wife. The second thing a Rich Afrikaner buys is an expensive pair of dark glasses (with brand name prominently displayed), which he only removes when it is totally dark. It serves to create the first barrier between himself and the poor. ‘I can see you, but you can’t see me any more.’ The third thing the Rich Afrikaner buys is a double-storey house in the Tuscan style. (And the fourth is a vanity number plate for his car, with his name or the number of his rugby jersey.) How much longer will it be before we outgrow our inherent feeling of inferiority? Why can’t we be subtle when Mammon smiles on us? Like our rich English-speaking compatriots whose nose-in-the-air snootiness so offends me, but who at least bear their wealth in style. I stood in the dark and speculated about Carel-the-owner. Apparently he was already a client of Jeanette’s. The Rich Afrikaner does not use bodyguards, only home security – high fences, expansive alarms, panic buttons, and neighbourhood security companies with armed response. What requirements did Carel have for protection?




    I had my answer at the dining table, later.




    When I entered the room, most were seated at the big table. Emma did the introductions. She was apparently the only one who was not part of the family.




    ‘Carel van Zyl,’ said the patriarch at the head of the table, his handshake unnecessarily firm, as if he needed to prove something. He was a big man in his fifties, with fleshy lips and broad shoulders, but the good life had already left its mark on his cheeks and midriff. There were three younger couples – Carel’s children and their spouses. One of them was Henk, who had met me at the door. He was seated beside his wife, a pretty blonde with a baby on her lap. There were four other grandchildren, the oldest a boy of eight or nine. My seat was beside his.




    Carel’s wife was tall and attractive and unbelievably well preserved. ‘Feel free to take off your jacket, Mr Lemmer,’ she said with exaggerated warmth as she placed a plate of steaming turkey on the table.




    ‘Mamma . . .’ said Carel reprovingly.




    ‘What?’ she asked.




    He made a pistol of his hand and pushed the finger barrel down his shirt. He wanted to tell her I was wearing a firearm, and would be reluctant to show it.




    ‘Oh! Sorry,’ she said, as though she had committed a social blunder.




    ‘Come, let’s ask the blessing,’ said Carel sombrely. Everyone held hands and bowed their heads. The boy’s hand was small and sweaty in mine, his father’s cool and soft on the other side. Carel prayed with comfortable eloquence, and in bullet points, as though God were a fellow member of the board.




    ‘Amen’ echoed around the table. Dishes were offered, children encouraged to take vegetables. There were short silences: a secret consciousness of the stranger in their midst and a subtle insecurity about the correct form of interaction. I was a guest, but also an employee, an intruder with an interesting job. The boy watched me with unashamed curiosity. ‘Have you really got a gun?’ he asked. His mother hushed him and said, ‘Don’t mind him.’




    I forked turkey on to my plate. The hostess said, ‘It’s just leftovers.’ Carel said, ‘It’s delicious, Ma.’




    Someone introduced the weather forecast as a topic and conversation began to flow – plans for the next day, how the children could be kept occupied, whose turn it was to braai. Emma did not join in. Her attention was on her food, but she ate little.




    I became aware of an unnatural geniality between them, despite my presence. There was no conflict here, no fraternal rivalry, and none of the usual banter between couples. It was rather like one of those ideal families portrayed on an American TV programme. It was emanating from the way Carel had the final say, the casting vote. Their submission was barely noticeable, interlaced with a cheerful, practised pattern of interaction, but it was there, bowing to the benign despot – the one with the wallet and the fortune.




    How did Emma fit into all this?




    Once the plates were emptied and a discussion of the next day’s golf had ended, Carel decided that it was time to engage me. He waited for a moment of quiet and gave me an intimate smile.




    ‘Now we know what the ghosts looks like, Mr Lemmer.’




    For a fraction of a second I didn’t know what he was talking about. Then I got it. He had had previous dealings with Body Armour but had the wrong end of the stick.




   




  To all appearances Jeanette Louw is a lesbian in her fifties with big bottle-blonde hair, a dreadful smoking habit – Gauloise was her brand of choice – and an outspoken preference for seducing recently divorced, hurting, heterosexual women. But hidden behind that front was a razor-sharp intellect and a brain for business.




    She had been the legendary regimental sergeant-major of the Women’s Army College in George, before taking her package seven years ago. After months of market research she had opened her own business on the sixteenth floor of a luxury office building in the Cape Beachfront area. On the glass double doors, through which you could see Jolene Freylinck, the manicured receptionist, body armour was printed in bold, masculine letters and the explanatory ‘Personal Executive Security’ below in slim sans serif.




    Initially, her clients were foreign businessmen, the senior executives of international corporations who came to find out how a quick buck could be squeezed from Africa. Their embassies had whispered in confidential reports that the country was stable enough for investment, but safety on the streets was not quite up to Western standards. Jeanette aimed her marketing at the diplomats, the economic attachés and consuls, the embassy clerks and switchboard operators. Would their important visitors prefer to avoid the long list of personal threats, the muggings, car hijackings, assaults, rapes, abductions and break-ins? Body Armour was the answer. The first few clients went home safely and her reputation grew. Gradually the whole spectrum from East to West had hired her specialists: Japanese, Koreans, Chinese, Germans, French, Brits and Americans.




    Then the foreigners began to make movies in the Cape, and the pop stars of the world came to sell their concert tickets to the boere and her client list took on a new dimension. Snapshots of Jeanette with Colin Farrell, Oprah, Robbie Williams, Nicole Kidman and Samuel L. Jackson preened on her walls. She would sit behind her desk and tell you about the big ones that got away. Will Smith and his huge entourage, including his own American bodyguards who travel around him like African praise singers. Sean Connery had earned her eternal admiration by turning down her service with a ‘Do you think I’m a fucking wimp?’




    As with similar services the world over, Jeanette’s portfolio of hand-picked freelance bodyguards took on a two-part character. First, there were the deterrents – those highly visible, muscle-bound, thick-necked, steroid-bulked colossi that accompany the famous and keep hoi polloi at bay through visual intimidation. Their sole qualifications were the intimidating size of their torso and limbs and the ability to scowl in a menacing manner.




    In the other branch of Jeanette’s service were those whose job was to manage more subtle but also largely imaginary threats. They had to flatter the client’s ego with a curriculum vitae reflecting both official training and high-profile experience. They preserved the illusion of danger by moving in the periphery, incessantly observing and evaluating. Sometimes they worked in teams of two, four or six with tiny concealed ear- and microphones. Sometimes they worked alone, depending on the size of the client group, the financial means, or the nature of the risk. They had to blend into the environment the client was moving through, appearing only to whisper polite suggestions at convenient moments. The client expected that, because film and television had set the standard of behaviour. (I had a Scandinavian businesswoman who insisted I wear an earphone complete with a trailing wire disappearing down my collar, despite the fact that I was working alone and had no one to communicate with.)




    Consequently, Jeanette Louw would ask prospective clients or their agent: ‘Do you need a gorilla, or an invisible.’ In the world of the rich and famous it was recognised terminology.




    But Carel-know-it-all hadn’t got it quite right. His mistake told me something – his knowledge was only fragmentary.




    ‘When you hire a bodyguard, Jeanette asks you if you want a ghost or a gorilla,’ he explained to the rest of the table. ‘We have only used the gorillas for the celebrities who come to make ads.’




    I couldn’t think of an appropriate response. The situation was strange to me. The employee didn’t usually sit at the same table as the employer – it was socially unacceptable. Add to that my own lack of enthusiasm for small talk. But Carel didn’t require a response.




    ‘The gorillas are the big guys,’ he said. ‘They look like nightclub bouncers. But the ghosts are the real pros. The ones that guard state presidents and ministers.’




    They stared at me, the whole table.




    ‘Is that your background too, Mr Lemmer?’ Carel asked. It was an invitation, but I turned it down with a mere nod, slight and unenthusiastic.




    ‘There you are, Emma. You’re in good hands,’ said Carel.




    Good hands. I suspected that Carel did not have first-hand experience of the hiring process at Body Armour. It was something he left to subordinates. If he had handled it himself, he would have known that Jeanette had a price list and I wasn’t anywhere near the top. My place was in the bargain basement, the one that didn’t like teamwork, the one with a secret history and defective public relations.




    Did Emma know? Surely not. Jeanette was too professional. She would have asked, ‘How much would you like to spend?’ and Emma would have said she had no idea of the cost. ‘Anything between ten thousand rand a day for a team of four and seven hundred and fifty for a solo operator.’ Jeanette would have explained the choices without mentioning her twenty per cent cut, plus administrative charge, unemployment insurance, income tax and bank transfer fees.




    What did a brand consultant earn? How big a chunk of that was R750 per day, R5,250 per week, R21,000 a month? Not small change, especially for imaginary threats.




    ‘I’m sure I am,’ said Emma with a distant smile, as if her thoughts were somewhere else.




    ‘There’s more ice cream,’ said Carel’s wife hopefully.




   




  He invited me to his playroom. He called it his den.




    ‘Invited’ in the broadest possible sense. ‘Shall we have a chat?’ were the words Carel used, a grey area between invitation and order. He went first. A mounted kudu head stared out over the room. There was a billiard table and a cane bar, bottles on a shelf, along with a small cigar humidor. The pictures on the wall were of Carel-and-gun posing with dead animals.




    ‘Drink?’ he asked, and moved behind the bar counter.




    ‘No, thanks,’ I said, leaning against the billiard table.




    He poured for himself, two fingers of brown, undiluted liquid. He drank from the glass and opened the humidor. ‘Cuban?’




    I shook my head.




    ‘You’re sure? These are class,’ he said complacently. ‘They age them for twenty-four months, like wine.’




    ‘I don’t smoke, thank you.’




    He selected a cigar for himself, stroking his fingers down the chunky cylinder. He snipped the end off with a large instrument and put the cigar in his mouth. ‘Your amateur trims it with that cheap rubbish that crimps it here at the end.’ He held up his clipper for my inspection. ‘This is what they call a .44 Magnum. Makes a perfectly round hole.’




    He reached for the box of matches. ‘And then you get the fools who lick cigars before they light up. That comes from the days when you bought local cigars in the corner café. If the moisture content is properly maintained, you don’t lick them.’




    He struck a match and allowed the flame to burn strongly. Then he held it to the cigar. He inhaled in short, rapid puffs while rotating the cigar in his fingers. White clouds of smoke floated up around him and a rich aroma filled the room. He shook the match. ‘They say the best way to light a cigar is with a Spanish cedar spill. You take a long thin strip of cedar, set that alight first and then use it to light the cigar. It has a pure, clean flame that does not influence the flavour of the cigar. But where would we get Spanish cedar? I ask you.’ He smiled at me as if we shared the same difficulty.




    He drew deeply on the cigar. ‘Cuban, nothing can touch them. The Jamaican is not bad either, nice and light, the Dominican somewhere in between, Honduras is too wild. Nothing touches the cream of old Fidel’s crop.’




    I wondered fleetingly how long he could maintain a monologue in front of a bored audience, but then I remembered that he was a Rich Afrikaner. The answer was: infinitely.




    He drew an ashtray closer. ‘Some fools think you shouldn’t tap off a cigar’s ash. Total myth. Bullshit.’ He chuckled. ‘The guys smoke cheap cigars and then say the bitter taste is the result of knocking off the ash.’




    Carel sat on a bar stool, cigar in one hand, drink in the other.




    ‘There’s a great deal of bullshit in the world, my friend, a great deal of bullshit.’




    What did he want?




    Another puff on the cigar. ‘But let me tell you one thing, there’s no bullshit in little Emma. None. If she says there are people out to harm her, then I believe her. Do you understand?’




    I was not in the mood for this conversation. I did not respond. I knew he didn’t like it.




    ‘Don’t you want to sit down?’




    ‘I’ve been sitting too much today.’




    ‘She’s like a daughter in this house, my friend, like one of my own. That is why she came to me about this thing. That’s why you’re here. You have to understand, she’s gone through a lot in her life. Deep waters . . .’




    I tried to temper my annoyance by thinking how fascinating a man like Carel van Zyl was.




    Self-made Men all share a personality type – driven, smart, hard working and dominant. When the wealth grows and people start to defer to their power and influence, every Self-made Man makes the same mistake. They believe the respect is for them, personally. It polishes their self-esteem and tones down their personality towards geniality. But it remains a thin veneer; the original dynamo is still at work behind the self-deceit.




    He was accustomed to being the centre of attention. He did not like standing on the sideline of this event. He wanted me to know that he was responsible for my involvement; he was the father figure serving Emma’s interests, therefore he was actually in control, and the arbiter of my services. He had the right to interfere and to be a part of this. Above all, he had Knowledge. And he was about to share it with me.




    ‘She came to work for me after she graduated. Most men would have seen just a pretty little thing, but I knew she had something, my friend.’ He punctuated his sentence with the cigar.




    ‘I’ve employed a lot of them, account managers, and they just see the glamour and the long lunches with clients and the fat pay cheques. But not Emma. She wanted to learn; she wanted to work. You would never say there was money behind her; she had the ambition of someone from a poor background. Ask me, my friend, I know. In any case, she had been working for me for about three years when the thing with her parents happened. Car accident, dead on impact, both of them. She sat in my office, my friend, poor little thing, crushed, I’m telling you. Crushed, because she had no one left. That’s when she told me about her brother. Can you imagine? So much loss. Turbulent times. What can you say?’




    He reached for the bottle and unscrewed the cap.




    ‘But she’s strong, that one. Strong.’




    Drew the glass nearer.




    ‘I only heard about the size of the estate later. And let me tell you now . . .’ He poured two fingers. ‘This is all about the money.’




    A dramatic silence, cap back on the bottle, a sip from the glass, a short pull from the cigar. ‘There are a lot of vultures out there, my friend. A lot. The bigger the fortune, the quicker they sniff it out. Ask me, I know.’




    He gestured with the glass: ‘Out there is somebody with a scheme. Someone that’s done his homework, someone who knows her history and wants to use it to get at her money. I don’t know how. But it’s about the money.’




    He brought the glass to his lips again and then put it down on the counter with finality. ‘All you have to do is work out the scheme. Then you have your man.’




    At that moment I could have told him Lemmer’s First Law. I didn’t.




    ‘No,’ I said.




    It was not a word he was used to hearing. His reaction proved that.




    ‘I’m a bodyguard. Not a detective,’ I said before I walked out.




   




  My room was beside Emma’s. Her door was shut.




    I showered and set out clothes for the next day. I sat on the edge of the bed and sent Jeanette Louw an SMS: is there file at saps gardens re assault/break in on e. le roux yesterday?




    Then I opened the bedroom door so that I could hear and I switched off the light.




   




  5




  Nobody followed us to the airport.




    We travelled in Emma’s Renault Mégane, a green cabriolet. My Isuzu pick-up stayed in Carel’s garage. ‘There is more than enough space for it, Emma.’




    He had ignored me this morning.




    ‘Do you drive, Mr Lemmer?’ she asked.




    ‘If it’s acceptable to you, Miss Le Roux.’ It was our last formal exchange. While I was familiarising myself with the automatic gearbox and the startling power of the two-litre engine between Fisherhaven and the N2, she said, ‘Please call me Emma.’




    This was always an awkward moment because people expect me to reciprocate, but I never volunteer my first name. ‘I’m Lemmer.’




    Initially, I watched the rear-view mirror with extra attention, because that was where the amateurs would be – visible and keen. But there was nothing. I varied the speed between 90 and 120 kilometres per hour. Ascending the Houw Hoek Pass, I wondered about a white Japanese sedan in front of us. Despite the precautions I had taken, it maintained the same speed as we did and my suspicion grew stronger as we descended the other side of the pass when I pushed the Renault up to 140.




    A few kilometres before Grabouw, I decided to make certain once and for all. Shortly before the T-junction, I put on the indicator, slowed down as though I intended to turn off and watched the white car. No reaction, it kept on going. I put off the indicator and accelerated.




    ‘Do you know the way?’ Emma enquired politely.




    ‘Yes, I know the way,’ I replied.




    She nodded, satisfied, and rummaged in her handbag until she found her sunglasses.




   




  Cape Town International was chaos – not enough parking owing to the building additions, too many people, a beehive of anxious Christmas season travellers on their way to somewhere and keen to get the journey over as quickly as possible. Impossible to spot shadows.




    We checked in Emma’s large suitcase and my black sports bag.




    ‘What about your firearm?’ she asked on the way to Departures.




    ‘I don’t have one.’




    She frowned.




    ‘Carel just assumed,’ I said.




    ‘Oh.’ Not happy. She wanted the assurance that her protector was suitably equipped. I kept quiet until we were through the baggage scanner, when we waited at the Nescafé coffee shop for a table to become vacant.




    ‘I thought you were armed,’ she said with faint concern.




    ‘Guns make things complicated. Especially travelling.’ It wouldn’t help to tell her that my parole conditions forbade the possession of a firearm.




    A table became available and we sat down. ‘Coffee?’ I asked.




    ‘Please. Cappuccino, if they have it. No sugar.’




    I went to stand in the queue, but in a position to see her. She sat with her boarding pass in her hand, staring at it. What was she thinking? About weapons and the level of protection she expected? About what lay before us?




    That’s when I saw him. His eyes focused intently on Emma. He weaved between the tables. Big, white, neat beard, mustard T-shirt, pressed jeans, sports jacket. Early forties. I moved, but he was too close to intercept. He reached out a hand to her shoulder and I blocked him, gripped his wrist and swung back his arm, got my weight against his back, pressed him up against the pillar beside Emma, but without violence. I didn’t want to attract attention.




    He made a noise of surprise. ‘Hey,’ he said.




    Emma glanced up. She was confused, her body taut with fright. But she recognised beard-face. ‘Stoffel?’ she said.




    Stoffel looked at her, then at me. He pulled back, trying to free his arm. He was strong, but uncoordinated. An amateur. I stayed fluid, gave him a bit of leeway.




    ‘Do you know him?’ I asked Emma.




    ‘Yes, yes, it’s Stoffel.’




    I loosened my grip and he jerked his arm away.




    ‘Who are you?’ he asked.




    I stayed very close to him, intimidating him with a look. He didn’t like that. Emma stood up, holding her hand in the air apologetically. ‘This is all a misunderstanding, Stoffel. Nice to see you again. Please sit down.’




    Stoffel was indignant now. ‘Who is this guy?’




    Emma took his hand. ‘Come say hello, it’s nothing.’ She pulled him away from me. He allowed it. She offered her cheek. He kissed it quickly, as if he still expected me to do something unexpected.




    ‘Coffee?’ I asked in a friendly tone.




    He didn’t reply immediately. He sat down, slowly and solemnly, so he could restore his dignity. ‘Yes, please,’ he said. ‘Milk and sugar.’




    There was a little smile on Emma’s face, the anxiety forgotten. She glanced fleetingly at me, as though we shared a secret.




   




  The flight to Nelspruit was on SA Express’s fifty-seater Canadair jet. I sat beside Emma, on the aisle; she sat by the window. The plane was nearly full. There were at least ten passengers who, according to age, gender and level of interest, could qualify as members of Emma’s imaginary opponents. I had my doubts. To place someone on a plane as a tail is overkill, because the point of departure and arrival is known.




    Before we took off she said, ‘Stoffel is an attorney.’ I hadn’t sat with them over coffee. There were only two seats at the table and I preferred to stand for a wider view and a final chance to stretch my legs. I expect Stoffel wanted to know who I was and she had avoided the question.




    ‘He’s a good guy,’ she said now. And added, ‘We dated, a few years ago . . .’ With nostalgia that indicated a history. Then she took the flight magazine out of its slot and flipped it open.




    Stoffel, the ex.




    My assumption had been otherwise – I thought he was a business acquaintance, or the husband of a friend. He hadn’t struck me as the kind of man she would be attracted to. And their interaction was so . . . friendly. But I could picture it: they meet at one of the social or cultural watering holes where the rich gather after sundown. He is well-spoken and intelligent, with a cutting self-mockery and a fund of judicial inside stories that he tells with flourish. His attention to Emma would be subtle, he would have a method with women, a recipe he had perfected over twenty bachelor years. She would find it pleasant. When he procured her number from a mutual acquaintance four or five days later, she would remember who he was. She would accept the invitation to the top-ten restaurant. Or the art exhibition, or the symphony concert. She would know from the start that he was not really her type, but she would give it a chance. By her mid-thirties she would have learned enough about people in general and men in particular to know that her type had complications. A woman like Emma would be attracted to the Men’s Health cover man – a finely sculpted Greek god only half a metre taller than she was. So that they would make a fine picture as a couple.




    Her sort was a metrosexual with a dark fringe, pale eyes and the perfect smile. The sporty, fit, outdoor kind that went jogging on the beach with his Staffordshire terrier, and parked his old, second-hand Land Rover Defender in front of Camps Bay’s hot spots, the spade prominent on the rack along with the jerrycans. After four or five relationships with clones of Mr Men’s Health she would know that the soulful silences and the laconic devil-may-care chats were mostly camouflage for self-absorption and average intellect. So she would allow the Stoffels of the world a chance, and after a month or so of entertaining, albeit unexciting dates she would gently tell him it would be better if they were only friends (‘you’re a good guy’) while secretly she wondered why this sort of man could not set her heart alight.




    We took off into the south-easter. Emma put the magazine away and stared out of the window at False Bay, where the white horse breakers galloped into the shore. She turned to me.




    ‘Where are you from, Lemmer?’ With apparent interest.




    A bodyguard does not sit with his client on planes. The bodyguard, even on a solo mission, forms part of the greater entourage. Usually he travels in a separate vehicle, always in a seat, to perform his duties anonymously and impersonally. No intimate contact and conversation, no questions about the past. It is a necessary distance, a professional buffer, so ordained by Lemmer’s First Law.




    ‘The Cape.’




    It was not enough to satisfy her. ‘Which part?’




    ‘I grew up in Seapoint.’




    ‘It must have been wonderful.’ What an interesting assumption. ‘You’ve lost the accent.’




    ‘That’s what twenty years in the public service does for you.’




    ‘Brothers and sisters?’




    ‘No.’




    Some part of me enjoyed this, the attention, the interest. I felt like her equal.




    ‘And your parents?’




    I merely shook my head, hoping it would be enough. It was time to shift the focus. ‘What about you? Where did you grow up?’




    ‘Johannesburg. Linden, in fact. Then I went to Stellenbosch University. It was such a romantic idea, compared to Pretoria and Johannesburg.’ She stopped for a second, thoughts drifting off. ‘Afterwards, I stayed in the Cape. It’s so different from the Highveld. So much . . . nicer. I don’t know, I just felt at home. As if I belonged. My dad used to tease me. He said I lived in Canaan while they were in exile in Egypt.’




    I couldn’t think what next to ask. She got in first. ‘I understand from Jeanette Louw that you live in the country?’




    My employer would have had to explain why it would take six hours for me to report. I nodded. ‘Loxton.’




    She reacted predictably, ‘Loxton . . .’, as if she ought to know where it was.




    ‘In the Northern Cape. Upper Karoo, between Beaufort West and Carnarvon.’




    She had a way of looking at you, a genuine, open curiosity. I knew what the question on her tongue would be. ‘Why would you want to live there?’ But she didn’t ask it. She was too politically correct, too aware of convention.




    ‘I wouldn’t mind having a place in the country one day,’ she said, as though she envied me. She waited for my reaction, for me to tell her the reasons, the pros and cons. It was a subtle way of asking the ‘Why would you live there?’ question.




    I was rescued by the steward, who passed out blue cartons of food – a sandwich, a packet of savoury snacks, a fruit juice. I avoided the bread. Emma only drank the juice. While she forced the straw through the tiny foil-sealed hole with her delicate fingers she said: ‘You have a very interesting job.’




    ‘Only when I can squeeze the Stoffels of the world against a pillar.’




    She laughed. There was also a touch of something else, faint surprise, as if seeing something contradictory to the image she had built up of me. This average man who had been a disappointment in the conversation department had a sense of humour.




    ‘Have you guarded any famous people?’




    That’s what everyone wants to know. For some of my colleagues, interaction with celebrities gives them valuable attention currency. They would answer ‘yes’ – and deal a few names of film stars and musicians like cards on the table. The questioner would pounce on one name and ask, ‘Is he/she nice?’ Not, ‘Is she a good person?’ or, ‘Is he a man of integrity?’ But nice – that all-inclusive, meaningless, lazy word South Africans just love to use. What they really want to know is whether fame and fortune have turned the subject of the discussion into a self-centred monster, news that they can pass on as part of the eternal market forces of information that determine social status.




    Or something like that. The standard answer of B. J. Fikter, the only other Body Armour employee that I can work with tolerably, is, ‘I can tell you, but then I’d have to shoot you.’ It was an affirmation that still afforded status, but the worn-out joke avoided revealing any details.




    ‘We sign a confidentiality clause,’ I told Emma.




    ‘Oh.’




    It took a while for her to come to the realisation that she had tried all the possible subjects without success. A merciful quiet descended. After a while she took out the magazine again.




   




  6




  Kruger Mpumalanga International Airport was a surprise, despite the pretentious name. The airport building, set between green hills and chunky rock formations, was modern and new. And attractive. It had an African theme of giant thatched roof and ochre walls, yet was not kitsch. The heat out on the runway was oppressive, the humidity high. I switched on my cell phone as we walked to the arrivals hall. There was an SMS from Jeanette. file exists.




    Inside the terminal it was cooler, quite bearable. We waited for our luggage. I stood half behind Emma. There was a sensual curve to her jeans and the slope of her lovely neck and shoulders which set off the powder-blue camisole to best advantage. But shifting my focus away, to compare her to the larger, coarser people surrounding her, I noticed that she seemed vulnerable. She had a tender fragility that cried out for protection, or at least compassion, despite the subtle self-assurance of the beautiful and wealthy career woman.




    On the plane she had been charming, correct, humble, an altruist. I am interested in you as a person, Lemmer, even though you are a hired hand.




    So many facets.




    Lemmer’s Law of Small Women: Never trust them. Not professionally, nor personally. From an early age they learn two Pavlovian tricks. The first is a product of people’s reactions: ‘Ah, aren’t you a cute little thing,’ especially if the little face is round and the eyes large. People treat them like precious little pets, so they learn to exploit that with mannerisms and gestures that emphasise their cuteness, and allow them to sharpen their manipulative skills into a social blade. The second is the feeling of physical helplessness. The world is big and powerful; they are delicate and relatively weak. The bigger, fuller woman’s curves of breast and thigh are beacons for male interest; the silhouettes of small women attract less attention. For survival, self-defence and to stand their ground, they are forced to resort to other means. They learn to use the power of their intellect; they learn to manipulate, to play a continuous mental game with the world around them.




    Jeanette had confirmed the existence of the case file. There was truth in Emma’s story. But how much truth? Did it answer enough of the questions? If her life truly was in danger, why had she opted for Body Armour’s cheapest option, when, according to Carel, she had inherited grandly?




    Should I give her the benefit of the doubt and assume that Carel had been exaggerating? Or didn’t Emma believe that she was in real danger – despite being a small woman with a predisposition to that? Perhaps she was financially conservative. Or just stingy. Or too modest or self-conscious to bear the presence of two to four men with firearms around her.




    Or she could be playing a game.




    Our luggage arrived. We went over to Budget Rent-A-Car. My phone rang while Emma was completing the forms. I recognised the number, moved a distance away and answered.




    ‘Hello, Antjie,’ I said.




    ‘Where are you?’ said Antjie Barnard in her deep, incredibly sensual voice.




    ‘Working. I’ll be away a week or so.’




    ‘That’s what I thought. What about your turn for irrigation? It’s hot here.’




    ‘I’ll have to ask you to do it.’




    ‘Then I will. If I don’t see you before then, Happy New Year.’




    ‘Thanks, Antjie, same to you. Look after yourself.’




    ‘What for?’ She laughed and rang off.




    When I turned, Emma was right behind me, with the light of new information shining in her eyes. I said nothing, just took the key of a white BMW 318i that she held out to me. It was parked outside in the sun. I loaded our bags in the boot and did a 360-degree reconnaissance. Nobody was interested in us. I got in and started the engine so the air conditioner could kick in. Emma unfolded a map on her lap.




    ‘I thought we should go to Hoedspruit first,’ she said. Her index finger sought out the road. I noticed that she wasn’t wearing nail polish. ‘Here, past Hazyview and Klaserie, it looks like the shortest route. Do you know this part of the country, Lemmer?’




    ‘Not well.’




    ‘I’ll navigate.’




    We drove. There was more traffic than I had expected, pick-ups, 4×4s, trucks and minibus-taxis. No sign of anyone following. Through White River the contrast with the Cape was sharp – here the colours of nature were bright and over the top in the foliage of the endless trees, the blood red of nearly every flower, the deep dark mahogany of the people manning stalls along the roadside. Ugly, amateurish signs shouted names, prices and directions to campsites, guest houses and private game farms.




    Emma gave directions; we found the R538 and drove on, initially in silence.

OEBPS/Images/9781848943308.jpg
AWARD-WINNING CRIME FICTION WITH SOUTH AFRICAN SOUL

DEON
MEYER

BLOOD SAFARI

‘Pulasating and gripping’
The Sunday Times






OEBPS/Images/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.png
HopDER G
sty





